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Abstract 

Herman Melville's Moby-Dick (Melville 2009) is a classic of American Literature and 

often appears on the lists of greatest books of all time. The importance of this book to 

the cultural heritage of the United States can be seen each year, across the United 

States, when individuals, museums and literary festivals independently organise 

marathon readings of Melville's 165-year-old tome. 

In October 2015, the Special Relationship, a non-profit arts organisation specialising in 

the production of live literary events, organised a 4-day unabridged reading of Moby-

Dick as part of the London Literature Festival. In support of the reading, nearly a 

hundred artists, illustrators, animators, sculptors, dancers, actors and musicians were 

commissioned to further celebrate the text. Half of the 142 readers were members of 

the public who had volunteered to read. The enthusiasm of the participants, the large 

audience and press interest coverage proved that this book has resonance to 

contemporary British audiences. 

This paper uses the 'Moby-Dick Unabridged' event described above to illustrate how 

contemporary British audiences access, adopt and adapt this piece of American cultural 

heritage. 
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Introduction 

The increasing popularity of literary festivals, sometimes called book or writers 

festivals, is demonstrated by the rapid expansion of both the number and size of events 

(Robertson and Yeoman 2014). Literary festivals are keen to satisfy the audience 

demand for experiences and events that celebrate the cultural heritage of literature. It 

is for this reason that the Special Relationship was invited to bring ‘Moby-Dick 

Unabridged’ to the Southbank Centre’s London Literature Festival. The Special 

Relationship is a London-based non-profit arts organisation with the mission statement 

to promote, encourage, support and celebrate the literary arts and its practitioners in 

the United Kingdom by developing unique literary events that include the participation 

of under-represented individuals and groups, local communities and other charitable 

organisations. Their experience over the last four years producing live literature echoes 

findings in the literature (McIntosh and C. Prentice 1999). Namely, that audiences 

interested in cultural heritage are attracted to events that offer authenticity – or at 

least the perception of authenticity. 

Additionally, audiences want to personalise the experience. For ‘Moby-Dick 

Unabridged’, they not only want to be associated with the broader cultural heritage of 

Melville’s masterpiece, they desired to make that association personal. They were 

eager to demonstrate how they too are part of this cultural heritage and how this piece 

of cultural heritage is a part of their definition of self. An impulse identified by Johanson 

and Freeman (2012). This paper will look at the ‘Moby-Dick Unabridged’ event and how 

the audience and participants found the authenticity and personalisation of this 

cultural heritage event. 

Moby-Dick Unabridged 

There is a strong argument for Moby-Dick to be considered part of the general cultural 

heritage of humanity. Just as works such as Hamlet (Shakespeare 1992), One Thousand 

and One Nights (Burton 2004) or The Pillow Book (Sei Shōnagon and McKinney 2006) 

have long been adopted and appreciated as literature, regardless of the cultural 

heritage in which the work was first produced. Instead we’ll focus on the direct cultural 

heritage connections between the book and Britain. Firstly, the book itself is steeped 

in the cultural heritage of the United Kingdom. The most obvious reason the UK can 

claim a part of the cultural heritage of the book is that it is written in English, that 

bastardisation of a dead Germanic dialect that holds the awkward grafting of Norse 

grammar and vulgarisation of the Latin tongue (Crystal 2003) via the Normans. Add to 

that the smattering of vocabulary filched from other cultures during the centuries of 

empire and you have a language unique to this island that many of its prior colonial 

holding use as their national language, including America. The book was written in 1851 

and the War of American Independence still lingered in living memory. At the time of 

writing Moby-Dick, the cultural heritage of Melville’s own country was still nascent and 

very much dominated by its former metropole. Melville’s use of the English language 

bears the obvious influence of Shakespeare in characters such as the transposition of 

King Lear and his Fool to Captain Ahab and Pip, as well as in its structuring, cadence and 

rhythm. The cultural influence of Britain appears in the text as well. At the time of 

publication, American whaling was nearing its peak but it was still a young industry 
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compared to European counterparts. In chapters 32, 41, 53, 100 and 101, Melville 

references practices and traditions of whalers from England. Moby-Dick is 

unquestionably part of the canon of English-language literature and the shared cultural 

history of the United Kingdom and America. 

 

Figure 1: 'Moby-Dick Unabridged'. Tom Basden Pictured. Photo credit: 2 on the Run 

Photography. 

 

For the ‘Moby-Dick Unabridged’ event, the visibility and profile of this book ensured 

that this was a classic that people would have heard of. It is a large book. A marathon 

reading needs a sense of endurance. The book takes around 25 hours to be read aloud. 

The multi-textural nature of the book lent itself to a live reading. Throughout the novel, 

the novel flips between a straight-forward adventure story, an introspective meditation 

on existence and God, a thorough and exhaustive description of the 19th century 

whaling industry processes that turned hundreds of thousands of living whales into 

heating oil, a tongue-in-cheek taxonomy of marine mammal biology, a Shakespearean 

play and a sermon. This variety helps change the rhythm and tone of the reading, and 

that helps people to keep paying attention. This multitextuality of Moby-Dick was also 

well suited to our goals of creating ‘flare events’. Over the course of the four days, the 

event had choirs, dancers, theatre groups, performance poets, a food van selling 

chowder, a funeral procession, projected illustrations and a theatre set including life 

size whale ribs and painted backdrop (Figure 1). In practical terms this served to lighten 

the attention load for the audience. It allowed their attention to wander from the text 

being read but still remain within the context of the event and the book. However, 

throughout the production, a key principle was established: none of the flares should 

interrupt the text and the text will be read exactly as it appears in the book. This 



ISSUE THREE (2016) 

4 

 

included the character headings and parenthetical stage directions that appear in the 

chapters that are a play script. This was to respect the first principle of staging a cultural 

heritage event, authenticity. 

What people Want from Cultural Heritage Events 

Authenticity 

The importance of the perception of authenticity to cultural heritage consumers is a 

common theme in the literature (Hargrove 2003; McIntosh and C. Prentice 1999). For 

the ‘Moby-Dick Unabridged’ event, the perception of authenticity was achieved in a 

number of ways. Firstly, the event was titled ‘Moby-Dick Unabridged’. The emphasis on 

being unabridged was important. It implied that a 4 day live reading of an entire book 

would be diminished if it was an abridged, reduced or diminished version. There is a 

perceived value for those interested in literary cultural heritage that the author’s 

original intentions are presented, especially a venerated author such as Herman 

Melville. 

The connection with the author (and presumably with an understanding of the author’s 

intent) despite being deceased for more than one hundred years was important in 

terms of perceived authenticity. One of the readers of the event was the novelist Liza 

Klaussman, who is a descendent of Herman Melville. This point of trivia was 

emphasized in all of the press coverage, including an interview with Ms Klaussman on 

BBC Radio 4’s World at One news programme. Once again, there seems to be a desire 

to claim authenticity of the author, with the implication that his progeny can somehow 

confer legitimacy to the event by her participation. 

It was also sufficient to have participants who happened to share Melville’s nationality. 

The Special Relationship is an arts organisation that has two American members. To 

have Americans presenting, discussing and organising an event centred around this 

American novel was considered a positive feature by the Southbank Centre and the 

audience in general. This seems to suggest that shared national identity has primacy as 

well, despite both members being from parts of the States almost as distant from 

Melville’s New England as London.  

Personalisation 

Another aspect discussed in (Johanson and Freeman 2012) is the desire by consumers 

of cultural heritage to personalise the experience. They access the experience by 

placing the work within context of themselves. In the simplest terms, people 

personalised the experience by way of relating holidays spent in locations mentioned 

in the book, such as New York, New Bedford and Nantucket. The association of 

geography as a means of grounding cultural heritage and personal experience was also 

seen when audience members and press coverage localised Moby-Dick and its author 

to places in the United Kingdom. It is not surprising when people are accessing a piece 

of cultural heritage of a foreign culture that they identify with. We saw this occurring 

in a number of ways in the participants, audience and press coverage. Throughout the 

book there are references to locations in England. In Chapter 102 of Moby-Dick, 

Melville names specifically a sperm whale skeleton that still exists today at a country 

estate in Yorkshire. 
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“…in Yorkshire, England, Burton Constable by name, a certain Sir 

Clifford Constable has in his possession the skeleton of a Sperm 

Whale…” 

The author himself lived briefly in London on Craven Street behind Charing Cross 

station, which was used as a justification for the event appearing across the river at the 

Southbank Centre. There is also the intangible, stylistic localisation that made this 

attractive to audiences. An accident of 19th copyright law meant that Moby-Dick was 

first published in England as ‘The Whale’ a month before it was published in the United 

States under the title it is more well known for. This gave the UK audience yet another 

point of access to claim this book as part of their own local cultural heritage. 

A more fundamental personalisation of the ‘Moby-Dick Unabridged’ was seen in our 

experiences with the volunteer readers. Half of our readers were volunteers from the 

general public. We organised a number of rehearsals for the practical purpose of 

ensuring that volunteers gained experience with being on stage and reading out loud 

in front of a large audience. During the rehearsal sessions, readers volunteered 

unprompted what the book meant to them personally. They often talked about when 

they had read it or even failed to read it. The book itself has a reputation for being 

challenging and participants often talked about failing to finish it on their first attempt, 

but trying again when circumstances changed and were able to complete and 

appreciate the novel. The book signified an accomplishment for them. We discovered 

that the rehearsals themselves became a valuable experience for the volunteers. We 

saw participants networking both at the rehearsals and social media. Additionally, we 

took a number of step to foster this sense of personal relevance for participants. 

Volunteers from the public got the same amount of time to read as the invited authors 

and celebrities, which was 10 minutes each. Readers were encouraged to read in their 

own voice. It was important to the project that the book was heard in the myriad of 

accents here in the UK. We generally favoured women readers to counterpoint the 

male cast of characters. All of this helped foster a sense of ownership of the volunteers 

and increased the personal value of the experience. This need is most typified by an 

email received by one of the participants, Caroline Hack. 

I was one of the members of the public selected to read part of Moby 

Dick at the Moby Dick Unabridged event at the Southbank Centre.  It 

was a fantastic opportunity to share my passion for the book and 

meet a wide range of people from diverse backgrounds who shared 

and started sharing that passion. 

I am a visual artist partway through an Arts Council England funded 

artist in residency at Burton Constable Hall in South Yorkshire (where 

they have a whale skeleton mentioned in Moby Dick).  Moby Dick 

Unabridged could not have come at a better time as I was not only 

able to talk to people at the event and rehearsals about my project, 

but also talk to visitors to Burton Constable Hall about the Moby Dick 

reading in London.  

I have been using social media to promote my project and gained new 

followers and a wider audience for that from connecting with people 

at the rehearsals, the event and after.  I have gained useful contacts 
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for the future and because of my social media activity I know of one 

and possibly two groups who are now thinking of doing marathon 

Moby Dick readings in other parts of the country. 

The rehearsals and the event itself increased my skills and confidence 

in performing in such an event.  I was particularly impressed with the 

structure of the rehearsal where we were gently guided into reading 

aloud, using and adjusting the mic and the transitions between 

speakers, given good advice and lots of encouragement.  But more 

than this we were in a small group of readers around our own time 

slot so we got to know the people who would be around when we 

would be performing two weeks later.  On the day there this meant 

there were friendly faces, and a reassuring sense of camaraderie 

when in the audience, green room and whilst waiting at the side for 

our turn. 

It was a fantastic event and although I had to travel over 100 miles to 

participate I wouldn’t have missed it for the world. 

Caroline’s correspondence makes explicit the connection with cultural 

heritage organisations such as Arts Council England, Heritage locations in the 

United Kingdom such as Burton Constable Hall and her own artistic practice 

with the book. She mentions the rehearsals as well as the event itself as being 

important, which reinforced our belief that involving participants in the 

process as well as the event itself was important for fostering the shared 

ownership. Her mentioning other groups who are interested in organising 

similar events is a clear indication of the success of ‘Moby-Dick Unabridged’ 

was at adapting this piece of American cultural heritage to the United 

Kingdom.  

Summary 

As mentioned previously, it was unsurprising that Melville’s Moby-Dick would resonate 

with British audiences as a part of their cultural heritage. From being first published in 

the United Kingdom over hundred years ago, it has always been a part of this country’s 

cultural heritage - regardless of Melville’s American nationality. Added to this were the 

clear influences of the literary heritage of Britain on the book written when the United 

States was a new country and had not yet developed a cultural heritage of its own. It 

was for reasons such as these that Moby-Dick was chosen as the book for the 

unabridged live reading in London. However, the Special Relationship organisation 

purposely designed their event to emphasise aspects of authenticity and encouraged 

participants and audience to personalise the experience of the event. The experience 

of participants as typified by Caroline Hack’s letter demonstrated how the event was 

able to achieve this.   
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